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Challenging teachers’ assumptions in an era of curriculum and assessment change 
 
Professor Val Klenowski from Queensland University of Technology and Jill Willis, a former 
school curriculum leader and PhD researcher in assessment for learning, raise some 
important assessment and learning related issues in the following conversation. Jill asks 
some pertinent questions in relation to common teacher assumptions during this time of 
national curriculum and assessment reform.  
 
Significant responsibility has been given to schools and sectors to interpret and plan for 
assessment within the Australian Curriculum. As schools take this opportunity to review and 
renew their school curriculum, it is important for teachers and school leaders to take the time 
to work out whether there are any assessment myths lurking in the conversations or 
assumptions that need to be challenged. Outdated myths or cultural narratives of learning can 
limit our thinking and student learning, without us being aware of it.  
 
Assessment in schools has undergone significant changes in the last twenty years yet many 
teachers in their teacher education courses did not learn about the important relationship 
between curriculum and assessment or take courses in assessment. Consequently, some 
teachers’ assumptions and understandings may not have kept pace with important 
developments in assessment and learning theory. One significant change has been a shift in 
focus from directing attention only to the measurement to include a more careful 
consideration of the quality of learning that is being assessed or measured. In the light of 
current assessment and learning research, teachers can have rich conversations that can 
inform plans for student learning through assessment. 
 
Assumption 1: Assessment comes at the end of the learning. 
Jill: ‘Val, I am remembering a story from my first year of teaching. I asked to see the unit test 
so I could design the learning activities to prepare students for it and I received a frosty look. 
I was asked, ‘Isn’t that like the tail wagging the dog?’ The message that I got was that 
assessment has its proper place after the learning takes place, and that anything else is 
against a natural order of things. How have assessment practices changed since I had this 
conversation twenty years ago? 
 
Val: Assessment does serve a measurement purpose and up until the latter part of the 20th 
century this was seen as its dominant function. In fact in many cultures and systems, teachers 
were not involved in the assessment process, rather assessment was designed and developed 
by examination boards and assessment specialists trained in psychometrics. Teachers in these 
systems trained students to prepare for the end-of-term or end-of-year test, and to some extent 
this is where this view that assessment is the finish line has come from. The underpinning 
values of social efficiency, behaviourism and scientific measurement ‘continue to provide a 
mutually reinforcing set of ideas that shape current thinking and practice’ (Shepard, 2000, p. 
16). Classroom assessment may include structures and underlying values that mimic tests, 
being unsupported, timed events at the end of a period of learning, and ‘through these 
routines we teach students and teachers not to value their past performances as a source of 
learning’ (Wolf et al., 1991, p. 47). The assumption that assessment is separate from learning 
may persist particularly for teachers who have experienced these kinds of high stakes 
assessment practices themselves as students. 
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In the last twenty years, there has been a significant international shift towards assessment 
that informs student learning. Black and Wiliam (in Black et al., 2003) in a landmark meta-
analysis found that practices they called ‘Assessment for Learning’ or AfL led to student 
learning, ‘between 0.4 and 0.7...among the largest ever reported for sustained educational 
interventions.’ These effect sizes were equivalent to a student moving from a ‘C’ to an ‘A’ or 
advancing a whole year of learning (p. 9). AfL practices involve teachers and students 
sharing understanding of learning to plan for future learning through practices like sharing 
goals and criteria and engaging in feedback and peer assessment as part of the everyday 
process of learning. This shift of focus to what happens in the classroom rather than at the 
system level has had implications for the teacher’s and student’s roles, and redefined 
assessment to be part of the learning process. AfL has become a significant policy focus in 
England, Scotland, Singapore and New Zealand. In Australia, it is promoted by the 
Curriculum Corporation through a website www.assessmentforlearning.edu.au and through 
some of the state curriculum authority documents, but is yet to be part of our everyday 
assessment talk in schools. 
 
Jill: The myth that assessment comes at the end of learning lives on in Australia, even when 
individual teachers are engaging in AfL practices. For example, in the Australian 
Curriculum draft (November, 2010), there was a lot of detail about the curriculum content, 
but very little said about assessment. Is this an example of the assumption that learning and 
assessment are unrelated processes? 
 
Val: The answer to this question is complex and requires an understanding of the 
sociocultural, historical context of the reform. The separation of curriculum development 
from assessment has been an issue that systems internationally have had to confront over the 
years. Too often at a systems level the focus has been on the development of curriculum 
without enough consideration of the other message systems of education—assessment, 
pedagogy and organisation. In Australia recent policy growth has involved the development 
of a national curriculum; the expansion of standardised national testing and the publication of 
school performance data without critical theoretical analysis to expose the ‘context of 
influence’ (Bowe, Ball & Gold, 1992). Teachers may not be aware, for instance, that the 
Federal government’s implementation of such reforms and policy directions were influenced 
by international developments and advice from overseas advisors such as Tom Bentley from 
the UK think tank Demos and Joel Klein from New York (Luke, 2009). Interestingly, Joel 
Klein is now a Rupert Murdoch adviser and News Corp board member and his claims 
regarding improvement in the New York school system have been disputed. In these 
countries reforms were implemented at a time of increased accountability. In Australia, 
similar steps towards reform were taken without sufficient incorporation of the lessons learnt 
from decades of work on assessment for learning (ARG, 1999; 2002) on classroom pedagogy 
and the enacted curriculum in Australian schools (Ladwig, 2007). This neoliberal policy 
approach of the marketisation of education, of heightened surveillance and accountability, of 
increased standardised testing and centralised curriculum, has neglected the important 
alignment of curriculum and assessment and has not adequately addressed equity issues and 
students’ opportunity to learn.  
 
Now it is the accountability pressures on teachers that have shifted the focus to results, 
outputs and performance without sufficiently careful articulation of the relationship and 
alignment of curriculum and assessment. The national curriculum has been developed but the 
achievement standards, which have implications for how the curriculum will be assessed, 
have not been made sufficiently clear for teachers to understand how these are to be used in 
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policy development and system
the assessment and development of learning and the reporting of results. 1 This is an 
important point because achievement standards should not only represent the consensus of 
stakeholders about what students must know and be able to do they should also be indicative 
of the quality expected so that teachers can determine how well a student has performed. The 
closer the alignment between standards and assessment, between standards and teaching, 
between standards and curriculum and between teaching and assessments the better students 
achieve (Zepke et al., 2005). Misaligned assessments and curriculum pose a threat to teaching 
and learning (Boss et al., 2001) and poor alignment between what is taught and the way it is 
assessed or between content and what is tested also affects student achievement (Supovitz, 
2001). 
Assumption 2: High stakes testing improves learning. 
Jill: Australia has only recently begun a national testing program, with the intention of 
improving student learning. Doesn’t international research show that this is a myth–that high 
stakes testing doesn’t improve learning? 
 
Val: Accountability frameworks in education have introduced stated standards and 
performance measures. Inspection and standardised testing have been the dominant 
accountability measures in the UK. They are also the main criteria for judging school 
performance and measuring success in terms of student achievement. Schools are 
accountable for what they do for students. Using assessment results in this way, however, xxx 
can lead to schools being rewarded for the ‘quality’ of the students they can attract and enrol 
rather than what they actually do for students to help them achieve. The dangers of ‘raw’ 
exam or test results for accountability purposes have been experienced. The costs both in 
human and financial terms have been huge (Broadfoot, 2007).  
 
Governments and policy officers enact high-stakes assessments and aim to set high standards 
of achievement to improve education and to inspire greater effort on the part of students, 
teachers and principals. The inadequacy of high-stakes assessments, in their lack of sufficient 
reliability or validity for their intended purposes can result in unintended consequences. To 
illustrate, increases in assessment results may not relate to improved learning; students may 
be placed at increased risk of failure or disengagement from schooling; teachers may be 
blamed or punished for inequitable resourcing that is beyond their control; and curriculum 
and teaching can become distorted if high grades per se become the overriding goal 
(Klenowski, 2008).  
 
The No Child Left Behind Act (NCLB, 2001) in the United States is an example where the 
push to raise standards has led to enormous pressure on teachers and distortions in the 
teaching of a holistic curriculum and the reduction in authentic and challenging learning 
experiences for students (Marsh, 2009; McCarty, 2009). In fear of job losses and school 
closures teachers wanting to avoid such measures have resorted to test irregularities such as 
providing answers to exam questions and the reduction in Native language and culture 
responsive teaching (McCarty, 2009). Some organisations and government agencies are 
reporting evidence from curriculum evaluation using a ‘what works’ approach, without 
debating fundamental value issues in the curriculum program, or the assessment strategy 
itself. So that far from representing a relatively independent and/or predominantly 
professional activity, assessment and evaluation have been incorporated into the processes of 





Assumption 3: It is ‘cheating’ to share assessment intentions with students. 
Jill: The Australian media has started exploring more stories about students ‘cheating’ when 
doing assessment. I recently read a story that a university in Florida made students re-sit an 
exam, after it was apparent that some students had unwittingly used a sample test available 
online as part of their revision (Berrett, 2010). A key principle of assessment for learning is 
to make the assessment intentions and the success criteria transparent for students. Why do 
some media commentators, students and even teachers assume that sharing exemplars and 
success criteria constitute cheating? 
 
Val: The answer to this question is tied to one’s view of learning and the relationship of that 
view of learning to assessment. Chris Watkins (2003) has argued that one’s view of learning 
will lead to different processes of assessment and I would add different understandings of the 
role of assessment. 
 
Chris Watkins (2003) has defined learning in the following ways: 
1. learning is being taught (LBT) 
2. learning is individual sense-making (LIS) 
3. learning is building knowledge as part of doing things with others (LBKO). 
 
He has also indicated that if teachers hold the view that learning is being taught then their 
practice of assessment will take the form of timed, written tasks, with ‘right answers’ that 
reflect the instruction given. Many teachers who have this view of learning may assume that 
sharing student work, success criteria or exemplars constitutes cheating. If however a teacher 
views learning as individual sense-making their assessment practice will be in the form of 
evidence of sense-making and meaning, as shown through dialogue. The implication here is 
that teaching involves more interaction between teacher and the student and greater 
explication of what is required in terms of the assessment process. From this view of learning 
teachers would not view the sharing of criteria and student work as cheating. Finally, if on 
the other hand teachers view learning as building knowledge as part of doing things with 
others then assessment will take a range of forms as in rich tasks. The assessment will 
involve the creation of products such as a web of developing ideas and knowledge, a story or 
other form of collaborative account that shows the increasing complexity (Watkins, 2003). 
 
The way that teachers interpret results of tests is also important. The following assumptions 
related to these interpretations need to be challenged. For example if teachers interpret test 
results as unproblematic and predictive then they may assume that: 
• assessment is a measure of something innate about the learner that indicates future 
learning potential 
• people’s knowledge is available in the same way 
• failure or inadequate answers are measures of a lack of knowledge and or 
understanding  
• the assessment item, and the internal process of individuals responding to it, are 
separate from social and cultural influences 
• communication is monologic and meaning is singular 
• the receiver is passive and extracts meaning in the words 
• assessment constructs are, therefore, stable across children and adults and 
assessment is a process of reading off the knowledge stored ‘in the head’ (Murphy, 
2009).  
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The assumptions that underline these interpretations of test results not only have major 
consequences for those who are not succeeding given the current indicators of achievement 
but also have implications for teaching. To illustrate, recently in Australia the categorisation 
of the lowest-performing students has been that they are most likely to come from Indigenous 
communities, remote regions and low socioeconomic backgrounds. These assumptions relate 
to a particular view of learning and a deficit view of assessment. A more insightful and 
powerful explanation of assessment practice is needed to inform teaching and learning.  
 
I understand Jill from your own research that you have been exploring and challenging these 
views by using a sociocultural theoretical view of learning and assessment. 
 
Jill: I had not heard of a sociocultural view of learning until I began my studies. I had just 
assumed that learning was something that happened inside individual students’ heads. It was 
a school strategic planning brainstorming session that helped me question my approaches. 
We were writing down a shared belief: ‘every child can learn’. It made me stop. How could I 
believe it, if I accepted that, despite my enthusiastic teaching, some students were not really 
going to show much understanding and didn’t expect to learn from me either? When I 
confessed my hesitancy, a colleague asked, ‘Isn’t it like saying every child has a head?’ 
Finding an alternative view of learning helped me appreciate the importance of students 
finding a sense of belonging in the learning community of the classroom, so they can learn as 
they participate. 
 
I learned how important it is to share the assessment languages and intentions with students. 
This helps learners develop ownership over their learning. Also, importantly, not all students 
have the same cultural capital that enables them to know what is expected in assessment. 
When teachers make assessment expectations explicit for students, that helps students learn 
as well as achieve. 
 
Assessment is important in forming a student’s learner identity. I was fascinated to learn that 
a child develops a learner identity between the ages of 8 and 11 (Gipps, 1999) and that 
assessment feedback and achievement comments can help children decide whether their 
ability is fixed or whether effort makes a difference (Dweck, 2000). A sociocultural view of 
learning and assessment positions the teacher and students as partners in the learning 
process, with shared language, routines and authority (Willis, 2010).  
 
It can be challenging and threatening for teachers to share control with students. Also 
students negotiate how they respond to teacher expectations. I can remember one research 
conversation with some Year 9 students whose teacher regularly asked them to complete a 
quick quiz at the start of each lesson. The aim was to help students see how much they could 
remember before beginning the next science lesson. The teacher encouraged students to try 
to answer the questions from memory first, but if they couldn’t, to look back in their books 
during the quiz so it was a learning opportunity. Some of the students shared that they never 
looked in their books as their teacher asked, because that would be cheating. This is a great 
example of a powerful assumption about assessment and learning that can shape the way 
students approach assessment and learning activities.  
 
An important practice for teachers would be to share the reasons behind any changes to their 
teaching and assessment, otherwise students will invent their own reasons or not change at 
all. As Ruth Sutton (2010) shared, any changes to assessment that makes students more 
responsible for effortful learning will be resisted by students initially as hard work. It is so 
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important that teachers persist with innovations that help students become insiders in the 
classroom assessment practices, especially since 21st century learner capabilities value 
collaboration, problem solving and team work. Learner centered assessment approaches can 
raise new dilemmas like the assumption in the summative assessment of student work that 
effort needs to be acknowledged by awarding a higher grade. 
Assumption 4: It is only fair that they get an ‘A’ or a higher grade, as the student has 
tried so hard. 
Jill: Classroom assessment relies on teacher judgement. Some teachers can feel pressured to 
reward students who have really improved by giving their work an ‘A’, particularly if they 
come from disadvantaged circumstances. Aren’t assessment standards supposed to make 
classroom assessment consistent and fair?  
 
Val: As mentioned earlier, achievement standards indicate the quality of the achievement that 
is expected and provide the basis for judgement about the quality of students’ work. One 
purpose of standards is to improve student learning. Yet professional judgements are needed 
to interpret and maintain standards, and this implies a degree of trust in teacher 
professionalism (Klenowski & Wyatt-Smith, 2010). Social moderation processes are essential 
in developing and maintaining a teacher’s understanding of how to interpret standards, as 
through talking about actual student work samples and analysing that work in relation to the 
standards, teacher judgement becomes ‘tuned in’ or calibrated to achieve high levels of 
reliability or inter-rater consistency (p. 115). Teacher confidence and consistency develops 
when teachers interact with one another in consensus moderation. ‘Fairness’ relates to the 
consistency and reliability of teacher judgement. The focus is on the quality of response as 
evident in the student’s work not on the effort made or the particular qualities of the student. 
 
Jill: Sadler (1998) outlined some of the expertise that teachers draw on when they make a 
judgement on student work—superior knowledge of the content, deep knowledge of criteria 
and standards, experience in judging similar student work in the past, and an ability to 
empathise with students who are learning and to help students develop, improve and do 
better. The teacher who wants to reward a student’s improvement with an ‘A’, even where 
exemplars and the standard of work from students at another school might suggest a different 
standard—might be emphasising this final referent over the others. So how can teachers take 
isolation, disadvantage or cultural background into account when assessing? 
 
Val: The opportunity for all students to participate in learning and assessment, and to 
demonstrate their learning, is fundamental to equity. A culture-fair approach requires teachers 
to distinguish the ‘funds of knowledge’ (González, Moll, Floyd Tenery, Rivera, Rendón, 
Gonzales & Amanti, 2008) that students draw on and, to be culturally aware in their 
pedagogy, to open up curriculum and assessment practice to accommodate different ways of 
knowing and being. Culture-fair assessment does not attempt to favour the culturally different 
group, rather it is recognised that cultural differences can impact on performance. The 
variables that may influence assessment performance include:  
• the cultural-specificity of how the task or activity in question is framed 
• the cultural-specificity of the normative models of child and adolescent  
• development reflected in the domain specification and constructs of the test 
• the linguistic codes and conventions of the test and task 
• the cultural-specificity of content knowledge (Luke et.al., 2002). 
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Preliminary findings from an ongoing research project suggest that culture-fair assessment 
requires teachers to develop a level of assessment literacy that includes an understanding of 
language differences and their implications for teaching and learning, task design, the validity 
and fairness of assessment practices and the importance of the literacy demands of 
assessment items. The implication is that teachers, principals and policy officers need to 
consider students’ socio-cultural circumstances and the issue of language when designing 
assessment tasks and tests. Fairness is addressed by ensuring that all students understand and 
can access the literacy demands of the test or assessment task. This requires teachers to 
rethink their pedagogy to facilitate more opportunities for all students to participate in 
learning rather than adjusting the standards used for making their judgements. 
 
Jill: So you are saying that high expectations for all learners are an important part of a 
teacher’s assessment practice. Dweck (2000) recommends that rather than praising learners 
when they get everything correct, teachers should apologise and say, ‘I am sorry for wasting 
your time. You didn’t learn anything! Let me give you something more challenging.’ In my 
research I found that a positive teacher–student relationship helped students negotiate their 
participation in challenging assessment. Recognising the importance of supportive teacher–
student relationships will be particularly important in the context of the Australian 
Curriculum that has been designed to be ‘aspirational’ and raise the expected standards for 
student achievement.  
 
There is a lot of work for teachers to do in using the achievement standards within the 
Australian Curriculum if they have only been given a benchmark standard and some 
exemplars. Val, what do you recommend is a way forward that will honour teacher 
professionalism? 
 
Val: Although there has been considerable consultation about the national curriculum in 
Australia, there has been a striking silence about how assessment of student achievement in 
the national curriculum will occur. This continues the long and unhelpful tradition of 
separating curriculum and related teaching and learning activities from assessment. Each 
state curriculum authority will provide advice for teachers about how to assess student work, 
and ideally the forums where teachers can develop shared understanding of standards through 
conversations based on actual student work. 
 
Teachers are the assessors of student learning. We need to build the capability of teachers to 
realise the potential of classroom assessment practices to improve student learning. This can 
be achieved in part through preservice and in-service development, as well as by achieving 
greater policy balance. The Australian curriculum planning that every school will undertake 
is an opportunity to think together and talk about what we want our learners to achieve. 
Informed professionalism begins with informed conversations. 
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